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THE HUNGARIAN EMIGRATION LAW. 

BY BARON LOUIS DB LEVAY, EX-M.P., ROYAL COMMISSIONER OF 

EMIGRATION. 



The emigration policy of the Hungarian Government and the 
administration of its emigration laws have recently been the 
subject of mnch misrepresentation by a portion of the American 
press. They have been discussed in a manner calculated to bring 
Hungary and her people into disfavor in America, and to disturb 
the cordial relations existing between the United States and the 
Kingdom of Hungary. Falsely colored reports have been indus- 
triously circulated, to the effect that the Hungarian Government 
is applying the emigration law solely with the purpose of en- 
couraging emigration in the interest of the Cunard Line. News- 
papers hostile to Hungary have degraded themselves by the absurd 
and wanton statement that Hungary is making use of her emigra- 
tion law to rid herself of undesirable elements of her population, 
and to disgorge her criminals, wastrels and proletarians. 

The time has clearly come to contradict these and similar 
misrepresentations, by a public declaration of the motives which 
have induced the Hungarian Legislature to regulate emigration by 
law, and to make it possible that it should be conducted via 
Fiume; and it is earnestly hoped that, by a plain and candid 
explanation of the emigration laws and the circumstances which 
have led to an arrangement with the Cunard Company, the 
malicioitsly disseminated and palpably false representations may 
appear in their true light and colors. 

The number of emigrants from Hungary to the United States 
during the last two decades of the nineteenth century, and as late 
as the year 1899, averaged from twenty to thirty thousand annu- 
ally. It then increased, in a sudden and most surprising way, to 
more than sixty thousand, and in 1903 even rose to 120,000. 
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The emigration movement began toward the end of the sev- 
enties. The Hungarian Legislature tried then to check it; 
and, with that intent, passed the law of 1881, which was pri- 
marily directed against the mischievous practices of Continental 
shipping agents, who had already manifested a lively activity in 
Hungary. 

This law, however, proved to be inadequate. The agents of the 
shipping enterprises that were then rapidly developing continued 
to multiply, and they made their bold alertness felt through an 
increasing emigration, although, to check it, the Government 
forbade advertisements of shipping companies, and warned the 
people against the misleading economical promises of the agents. 
These preventive measures of the Government were thwarted by 
the greed and cunning of the agents, who, in shipping emi- 
grants, made a double profit of which the commission usually 
was the smaller part, being greatly exceeded by the profit accru- 
ing from a shameful plundering of emigrants on their journey 
from the borders of the Monarchy to the northern ports. It would 
lead us too far if we should begin to quote individual cases, and 
to bring to public notice every abominable artifice of the secret 
agents and their accomplices. They resorted to every expedient 
by which they could ship the largest possible number of emi- 
grants, and hesitated at no desperate device by which they could 
rob them of their savings on their journey through the European 
Continent. Many and pathetic are the instances in which, 
wretched and deceived, the poor people, without reaching the ship 
which was to convoy them to the promised land, have been obliged 
to turn home again robbed of all their little possessions. 

From the many tricks practised by agents, and by subagents in 
their service, we will select those only by which emigrants, instead 
of being sent directly to the port of sailing, were under fraudulent 
pretences detained upon their journey. They were held in small 
cities and taken to places of notorious repute, where they were 
swindled out of their money under innumerable pretexts, one of 
which (often put into practice) was to make the unfortunate 
dupes believe that they had to submit repeatedly to medical ex- 
aminations, at which usually some quack — often the nearest rail- 
road carrier — posed as the physician, and shared his honorarium, 
frequently amounting to twenty or twenty-five florins, with the 
impostors. 
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These intolerable conditions reached a climax in 1901 and 1902. 
The country, which is far from being overpopulated, lost every 
year more than one hundred thousand of its people, and called 
urgently for relief from the daring activity of foreign agents and 
their native accomplices — the latter often being saloon-keepers 
and store-clerks recruited from the ranks of the impecunious coun- 
try population. The relief came with the law of 1903, sanctioned 
by the Crown, which furnishes the Government with the means 
to restrict emigration (as far as possible), and to lead the in- 
evitable current of emigration into a channel that would enable 
the Government to remove entirely the abuses from which the 
country and the people have so sorely suffered. 

On the formulating of the law of 1903 — the drafting of which 
was preceded by a thorough study of the emigration laws of 
foreign countries — there were, among the members of the Legis- 
lature, as well as among the organs of the press, many who, in 
accordance with public opinion, demanded that the emigration 
evil should be radically ended by a formal prohibition. However 
much such a radical remedy might be demanded by the economical 
interests of Hungary — for Hungary loses taxpayers by the emi- 
gration, and does not give up to America a superfluity of labor, 
but rather such as could very profitably be employed at home — it 
could not be expected, consistently with the liberal principles of 
our State Institutions, that such an effective but reactionary 
measure could be taken into serious consideration by well-advised 
statesmen. The principle of personal liberty, maintained by us, 
absolutely excludes a general prohibition of emigration. In some 
form, however, an effective check to emigration is the ultimate 
problem, to be solved in time by carefully conceived and arranged 
economical and industrial enterprises, which will offer to the 
people avenues to those higher wages which at present are looked 
for beyond the sea. Until such an economical process matures, 
emigration must be immediately regulated in such a manner as 
will subserve the best interests of the population. 

This regulation was defined in the law of 1903. The pro- 
visions of the law are twofold. It contains enactments whose 
object is, when feasible, to prevent emigration and to protect the 
people from the fever of emigration; it also aims at securing the 
moral and material interests of those persons who have finally 
made up their minds to emigrate. 
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Following this classification, we point, in the first place, to 
those provisions of the law which oppose or limit emigration. 
The following persons are forbidden to emigrate: parents who 
have not made provision for those whom they may leave behind; 
male minors who have not the consent of their parents, and female 
minors unaccompanied by a trustworthy and responsible person. 
Emigration is denied to persons who have not sufficient means at 
their disposal, or who, in some other respect, cannot comply with 
the conditions imposed for the admission of emigrants by the 
country of their choice. These provisions, by which the laws of 
the country of immigration are respected, require the strictest 
inspection also in the interest of the emigrants themselves, who are 
in this way protected against the harm which might ensue if, 
after arriving at their journey's end, they should be sent back as 
undesirable immigrants. 

Emigration is absolutely forbidden to persons who have been 
criminally sentenced or who are under criminal investigation, 
and a mere reference to this legal provision should suffice to silence 
the absurd and flagitious tales which charge the Hungarian Gov- 
ernment with a sinister attempt to get rid of criminals and 
feeble-minded persons by means of the emigration law. Emigra- 
tion is forbidden to criminals and to the weak-minded. A rigor- 
ous observance of this interdict is guaranteed by the legal pro- 
vision by which every emigrant is required to take out a passport 
expressly mentioning the country to which he intends to emi- 
grate. Such passports can be obtained only by persons against 
whom there exists no legal interdict, or cause for restraining their 
liberty to emigrate. 

The law further takes into consideration the restraining of 
individuals who attempt to propagate the emigration idea among 
the people. 

It places an interdict upon speeches in public meetings recom- 
mending emigration, and upon advertisements, placards and 
notices in newspapers having the same object. Transgressions 
of these interdicts involve a penalty of two months' imprison- 
ment and heavy fines. Like punishments are visited upon ship- 
ping companies, agents and private persons who, without the 
permission or knowledge of the Government, seek to promote emi- 
gration. Finally, we may lay special stress upon that legal pro- 
vision by which individuals are forbidden to emigrate under 
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promises of free or reduced passage made by a foreign country, 
a colonial company, or a private person. 

The facts here given prove conclusively that the Hungarian 
Government, in its efforts to check emigration, from which its 
own country suffers irreparable economical and moral injury, has 
gone to the extreme limits of a free state against its free citizens. 
It is also patent that the Hungarian Legislature was not animated 
in its endeavor merely by a regard for the interests of its sub- 
jects, but that it was also anxious to respect the laws of foreign 
Powers, especially those of the United States. 

It would unnecessarily weary the reader, should we mention all 
the measures taken by the Hungarian Government to secure strict 
compliance with its emigration laws. Suffice it to state that, for 
the purpose of watching emigration, a governmental frontier 
police has been organized, which at Fiume, and at all railroad 
crossings reaching beyond the borders of the country, subject 
emigrants to a rigorous examination, to ascertain whether every 
one who is bound for the North- American Union has complied 
with the legal requirements under which the United States admits 
emigrants into the country. It is a significant fact, indicating 
the control exercised by the Government, that, during the last 
eighteen months, not less than 2,000 secret emigration agents 
have been dealt with according to the law, and that at present 
1,500 persons are under the surveillance of the police, suspected 
of promoting emigration. 

We will now proceed briefly to enumerate those legal provisions 
which, exclusive of any political tendency, have only the humani- 
tarian object of protecting persons who have firmly made up their 
mind to emigrate and concerning whom no interdict or restraint 
of emigration exists, and to assure them safe-conduct on their 
journey to the port of departure. Hereto belong certain regula- 
tions to which shipping companies, as well as their representatives, 
must rigorously conform. Thus, for example, none but Hun- 
garian subjects having an unblemished record can be appointed 
agents, and that at a fixed salary (sections 13-19), exclusive of any 
commission. To each agent, appointed with the sanction of the 
Eoyal Hungarian Home Department, a distinctly defined terri- 
torial district is assigned, and he is not permitted to avail him- 
self of the intermediation of subagents. 

If the instructions are violated, the Government has the right 
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(section 21), which in certain cases becomes an obligation, to 
take away the concession which had been granted, or to annul 
the permission to employ agents. 

Apart from their fixed tariffs and time-tables, emigration trans- 
portation companies and their representatives are not allowed 
(sections 11, 12) to issue any publications encouraging emigration, 
nor to send out time-tables save to those who apply for them. 

Only persons provided with a passport can take passage, and 
a passport is granted to those only against whom no obstacle to 
emigration exists. 

Shipping companies carrying emigrants are legally obliged to 
provide accommodations adequate to the purpose. To assure 
compliance with this provision, the ships are frequently inspected 
by competent officials. 

In the discussion of all questions connected with the regulation 
of emigration, the Minister of the Home Department is assist- 
ed by a council, the members of which are taken from the various 
commercial, industrial and economical concerns of the country, 
and strict compliance with the law is enforced by an expert 
especially appointed for the purpose. 

The emigration law also provides for the creation of a fund, 
from which emigrants who have suffered some calamity that has 
rendered impossible their further maintenance in the country of 
their choice, may be furnished with assistance to facilitate their 
return to their homes. It is inconceivable that objection should 
be raised by Americans to that which provides for the return of 
those who otherwise would become a burden and a charge upon 
the United States. 

The motives that prompt our countrymen to emigrate are always 
of an economical nature; and in the United States, therefore, 
they lead a life of industry and economy. When they send a 
portion of their savings, the fruit of hard toil and self-denying 
frugality, to the families left behind in the old home, they have a 
just claim to governmental care and protection against the subtle 
and insidious frauds of agents who settle among them for the 
purpose of arranging the transmission of money. The concentra- 
tion of such transmissions of money into some trustworthy insti- 
tution is, therefore, a matter from which the Hungarian Govern- 
ment, in behalf of the emigrants' families left behind in the old 
country, cannot withdraw. 
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Nothing now remains but to discuss section 6 of the Emigra- 
tion Law, which we have reserved until the last, because that legal 
provision forms the basis of that arrangement between the Hun- 
garian Government and the Cunard Line which is so much dis- 
cussed and so often misunderstood. By this provision, the Minis- 
ter of the Home Department is authorized to lead the current of 
emigration in a direction which will render possible the close and 
complete control of it. The evils which have been mentioned can 
be effectually cured by this means, and among them those primary 
evils from which emigrants have had to suffer on their journey 
from the borders of the country to the port of embarkation. 

The Hungarian Minister determined to direct the emigration 
to the domestic port of Fiume. As soon as the resolution of the 
Hungarian Government became known, the shipping companies 
which had hitherto solicited the transportation of Hungarian 
emigrants submitted proposals by which, referring to the large 
investments connected with the enterprise, the risks, etc., they 
asked for a considerable governmental subvention and a guaranty 
of a fixed number of emigrants. 

The two most prominent German shipping companies went so 
far as to ask, in their joint demand, for an annual subvention 
of 500,000 Kronen (crowns) and a guaranty of 35,000 emigrants, 
together with a considerable number of returning emigrants. 
These propositions were not considered by the Hungarian Gov- 
ernment. 

It was at this time that a proposition was voluntarily sub- 
mitted by the representatives of the Cunard Line to the Hungarian 
Government, stating that the Company was prepared to open a 
" Hungarian- American Line," with Fiume as the port of de- 
parture, without any subvention or guaranty whatever. 

The only surety asked for by the Cunard Line was that, in case 
the number of emigrants in one year was less than 30,000, the 
Government should contribute a sum of 100 Kronen per capita 
of the difference, to cover a possible deficit. This proviso was 
originally inserted in the proposition, but was later omitted. 

We consider it superfluous now to recur to the misrepresenta- 
tion occasioned by the proviso of a fixed number of annual emi- 
grants, because it is omitted in the second agreement. We may, 
however, call to mind how Prime Minister Count Stefan Tisza, 
replying to an interrogatory in Parliament, declared, amid the 
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loud applause of the House, that the Government had no more 
fervent wish than to be obliged, through the turn of the tide of 
emigration, to pay the bonuses, and that he would put in motion 
every lever and engine of the State to bring the Government into 
that happy position. 

It is unnecessary to enter into the separate provisions of the 
arrangement now in force. It was concluded on the basis of the 
emigration law and cannot contain anything contradictory to the 
separate provisions of the law already discussed. For a better 
understanding of the attitude and purposes of the Government, 
we may however state, in a broad and general way, that this action 
was by no means entirely and exclusively intended to serve the 
purposes of emigration, but that the Hungarian Government, in 
establishing a direct shipping connection with the United States, 
had in view the development of a closer and completer commercial 
intercourse with the Union. A statement of the excellent reasons 
for believing that such intimate commercial relation would re- 
sult in great and advantageous development, would carry us 
beyond the limits of the present argument. Our object has been 
to make it clearly evident that the aim and purpose of the Hun- 
garian Legislature and Government have been, through their 
emigration policy, to hold the subjects of Hungary to their own 
soil, without neglecting measures of precaution and protection in 
behalf of those who cannot resist a restless migrating craving, 
and finally to make those measures conform to the laws by which 
other Powers, and particularly the United States, regulate immi- 
gration. 

We hope we have succeeded in bringing such incontrovertible 
and convincing evidence to the minds of fair-minded readers. 

Louis db Levat. 



